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Abstract

fhi5wcase study used ethnographic methodology. -“The
research project was an introductory study of one adult’s
present and past experiences with the visual arts,
exploring, in particular, the causes and processes that were
related to the individual’s changes of mind in order to
develop an understanding of why that individual had changed
her mind about what was significant in the visual arts. The
individual who provided the data was a solid supporter of
art galleries: female, middle—aged, graduate of university
and college, married with two children, and living in an
urban community. The data were collected from two informal
conversational interviews and from a written description of
one change experience selected by the participant. The
individual had positive experiences with art during early
childhood, in elementary and secondary school, during
university, in avocational drawing and painting studio
courses, and in aesthetic experiences. All of these
experiences have had individual effects ahd, together, they
have had a cumulative effect on the development of the
participant’s opinions and ideas about the visual arts. The
experiences which had the most effect on the development of
the individual’s perspectives on the visual arts were hands-
oﬁ studio, educational, and aesthetic experiences. Further
research is suggested to investigate why some adults change

their minds about the visual arts.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PROBLEM

Introduction

Why do some adults change their minds about what they
believe is meaningful and important in the visual arts?
This study was intended to identify and interpret
experiences which have provoked the transformation of some
adults’ assumptions and opinions regarding the visual arts.
Such experiences might involve, for example, an aesthetic
experience with an artwork, a personal desire for change, a
convincing lecture, or a hands-on studio experience. If
these experiences can be described, then they may become
useful sources of information for the design of aesthetic
education programs intended to facilitate the development of
adults’ abilities to interpret artworks. The information
would be valuable for arf educators in museums, galleries
and schools. If we can learn more about why adults change
their opinions about the visual arts, then we can plan more
effective support for adults while they are learning about

the visual arts.

Background
Working as an artist and art educator has provided me
with many experiences involving the passion and mystery that
individuals associate with art. Looking back on the
reactions of different people to various artworks, I am

struck by the power and diversity of their responses:



engagement, indifference; insight,‘confusion;'grthh}
regression; euphoria, sadness; and more. I wonder at such
multiplicity. Three personal projects have played critical
roles in the development of this research undertaking. The
following sections summarize the projects and their

influence.

Difficult Art:
Controversy Is in the Mind of the Beholder

In 1990, I began to conduct a series of workshops and
seminars which explored the notion of why people find some
visual artworks controversial or difficult to understand.
The workshops encouraged participants to recount and discuss
personal experiences with what they believed to be difficult
or controversial artworks. The participants’ stories led me
to the folléwing assumption regarding humans’ responsés to
visual art: Meaning is in the mind of the viewer. A single
work 6f art will induce a range of reactions among viewers.
For example, Barnett Newman’s non-objective painting "Voice
of Fire" provoked positive and powerful spiritual responses
for some, angry arguments against the value of such a work
from others, and from many others, bemused confessions such
as "I don’t get it, what’s it all about?"

Understanding, or not understanding, a work of art did
not seem to be as much a factor for offense and controversy

as how the individuals dealt with their feelings. When some



people felt-they did not understand a work, they would ask
questions or look for more information while others would
attack the art gallery or the artist’s integrity when they
found no appropriate meaning in the artwork. Negative
responses to artworks seemed to be less a function of the
understandability of the art and more a function of how the
viewers dealt with life’s experience generally. It became
clear that there are significantly different ways of
understanding art and life experience. The idea that
individuals can have fundamentally different views of the
world based on different assumptions about life, the world,
and reality gained concrete validity for me while I was

involved in these workshops.

Aesthetic Development and Transformative Learning

Early in the winter of 1993, during a graduate course
on adult education, I began a limited investigation (Wale,
1993a) into the connections among selected theories of
aesthetic development, some hierarchical models for
cognitive and affective learning domains, and the concept of
transformative learning. The investigation was in no small
way influenced by the effects that the difficult art
workshops had had on my thinking. I had been convinced of
the validity of different world views and thus of differing
interpretations and values of artworks; however, I felt that

some interpretations were somehow better than others. At
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that point-I was unable to say why I believed this. -It was
an intuitive insight that pointed me to my next important
investigation.

I had expanded the workshop focus to include
magnificent art because I saw my interest as focused on the
power of the aesthetic experiences, and significant
experiences involved both negative (difficult) and positive
(magnificent) responses. I wanted to understand these
important aesthetic experiences more completely because I
assumed they would have had greater influence on the
opinions of individuals.

In order to analyze and compare the contents and
structures of the various developmental theories (cognitive,
affective, and aesthetic) I drafted a rudimentary, generic
model which integrated what I believed to be the key
elements of cognitive and affective development. This
generic development theory integrated Bloom’s cognitive
hierarchy and the affective hierarchy developed by
Krathwohl, Bloom and Masia (1964, cited in Cranton, 1989,
pp. 40-46).

In the generic theory, Level One would be characterized
by an ability to recognize and recall facts. The
individuals would attend to information and be aware of and
willing to receive a value, belief or attitude. No
comprehension of the facts or values is implied and the

individuals do not respond to their perceptions.



Individuals at Level Two would respond to information
presented. Now they understand facts and are able to
demonstrate comprehension of the information. Although the
individuals do not demonstrate a commitment to their
response, they do express either in a positive or negative
manner and will express some opinion, interest, enjoyment,
or attitude on the issue.

In Level Three the individuals would apply previously
learned knowledge in new situations. They use rules,
principles, or other basic knowledge in solving problems or
in any new context. Certain values, beliefs and attitudes
are preferred and acted upon consistently by these
individuals. They demonstrate a commitment to selected
beliefs, values, and attitudes that they know, understand
and prefer. These form the foundation for the individuals’
behaviours.

At Level Four the individuals would be able to compare
and contrast ideas. Now the component parts of a content
area can be "taken apart," identified, understood, and seen
in the context of other similar components. And these
individuals can put together information, concepts, values,
beliefs and attitudes into a system. Furthermore, they can
determine the interrelationships among ideas and will select
those that are preferred for integration into the
individuals’ complex systems of knowledge, values, beliefs

and attitudes (see Table 1).



Table 1:

Generiajiééthetic Dévelopment Modelwmir

Levels

DOMAINS: Cognitive, Affective, Psychomotor

Level Four

Able to compare and contrast ideas.
Integrates new ideas into own complex systems

of beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge.

Level Three

Applies previously learned knowledge in new
situations.

Prefers certain values, beliefs, and attitudes.

Level Two

Can understand facts and demonstrates
comprehension.

Expresses, positively and negatively,
interests, opinions, and attitudes but without

commitment.

Level One

Able to recognize and recall facts.
Willing to receive a value, belief, or

attitude.
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This -generic model is intended to reflect my assumption
that individuals’ cognitive, affective, and psychomotor
domains are all active at once, if the individuals are alive
and conscious. I believe that the domains are
interconnected and interactive. The fact that one domain or
another dominates, or seems to during and after experiences,
does not mean that the other domains are inactive.

There is fundamental congruence between this generic
model and the aesthetic development theories of Housen
(1983) and Parsons (1987). This is especially evident in
the highest levels where the individual can put together
information, concepté, values, beliefs and attitudes into a
system, using both personal and external perspectives, to
find a more complete and deeper understanding of the art
experience. Progressing from level to level, individuals
move from recognition to understanding/ to application, to
analysis, and to reconstruction and creation of knowledge
and beliefs; from self-centred perspectives to appreciation
of and interest in others’ points of view. I believe that
the aesthetic development theories build on existing
cognitive and affective theories in a complimentary and
rational manner.

While I was exploring these aspects of developmental
theory, I found myself increasingly drawn to questions that
related to the investigation but seemed well beyond the

scope of my efforts. For example, how does an individual
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progress -from recognizing, to understanding facts? How does
an individual develop from receiving to expressing opinions
and attitudes? What causes an individual to be interested
in something, to enjoy it? How does an individual move from
understanding the facts of a familiar situation to being
able to use some previously learned facts in a new
situation? What happens to move a person from simply
expressing opinions to developing a preference for certain
opinions and, similarly, from displaying various attitudes
to choosing and maintaining certain preferred attitudes?

How does an individual move from using previously learned
knowledge in new situations, to being able to analyze
knowledge, to being able to take it apart and develop a
deeper comprehension, to being able to understand the
interrelationships among facts and ideas, to being able to
develop new relationships among ideas and, finally, to new
knowledge?

I was pleased with the explanation that these
developmental theories suggested for the diverse responses
that I had encountered in the workshops. The theories
explained idiosyncratic interpretations of artworks and
justified changes of an individual’s understanding over
time. However, I found myself still wondering about how,
when, and why an individual would move from one level of
development to another; what made him/her change? Was the

trigger for the transition a significant aesthetic



experience? - Did, for example, those memorable experiences
recounted in the difficult and magnificent art workshops
have the potential to change the opinions of those who had
the experiences?

I assumed that for an individual to acquire, develop
and use knowledge, the individual had to have accepted, on
faith, some assumptions and concepts, whatever they may be,
and that these had become the foundation of the individual’s
body of knowledge. Furthermore, moving from one phase of
development to another, by definition, requires learning,
and, insofar as that learning involves the acquisition of
new assumptions, theories, or beliefs, the learner has to
undergo what Mezirow (1990) has named a transformative
learning experience. Transformative learning can thus be
seen as the concept that connects one stage to another,
explaining how an individual moves from.one level to another
in a cognitive development theory. The transformation from
one stage of development to the next probably occurs slowly
and an individual would exhibit characteristics of both
stages simultaneously. Very little time might be spent at
any single level of development. Most of an individual’s
life may be spent in the processes of transformation (see
Figure 1).

In Housen’s model, the lower level stages of
development, the Accountive, Constructive, and Classifying

Stages seem to correspond to Mezirow’s (1990) meaning
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Stage Four

t R a N s F o R m A T o
Stage Three

t R a N s F o R m A T o
Stage Two

t R a N s F o R m A T o

Stage One

Figure 1: Transformative learning links cognitive

development stages.
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schemes:- -that is, "sets of related arnd habitual B
expectations governing if-then, cause-effect, and category
relationships as well as event sequences" (p.2). Meaning
schemes give the individual "habitual, implicit rules for
interpreting" (Mezirow, 1990, p.2) experience and making
meaning of it. Mezirow’s meaning perspectives, "higher
order schemata, theories, propositions, beliefs, prototypes,
goal orientations and evaluations" (Mezirow, 1990, p.2)
appear to correspond to Housen'’s higher level Interpretive
and Creative Reconstructive Stages.

Housen’s (1983) model defines the Stage 2 viewer as
wanting "to construct a framework for understanding the work
of art" (p.179) and at Stage 3 the viewer "wants to both
réfine and augment that framework" (pp.179-180). The
viewer’s interpretation of the artwork begins with a concern
for what is signified ("what is it?"), and then grows to
include an investigation of how the artist has created the
effects within the work of art. This analysis is based,
largely, on how well the artwork represents the world as
perceived by the viewer; that is, a successful painting of a
tree looks like a tree that the viewer has seen in the
world. Next, the viewer modifies his/her interpretive
framework to incorporate the concerns of the traditions of
art such as style, school, art theories and art history.

As viewers progress through Housen'’s (1983)

developmental model, their frameworks change from an
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egocentric-perspective to an ever more complex multiple
perspective. Each stage has a "distinct and logical
framework reflecting coherent patterns in the viewer'’s
understanding of the aesthetic object" (p.178). This
clearly echoes Mezirow’s concepts of meaning perspectives,
critical reflection, and transformative learning. Such a
framework used to clarify aspects of the art object would be
a meaning scheme or perspective in Mezirow’s theory.

Lower levels of cognitive learning are achieved and
surpassed through the acquisition, basic understanding, and
application of facts whereas the higher levels of cognitive
learning, synthesis and evaluation, may be invoked by the
disorienting dilemma or the critical incident. Mezirow
(1990) has stated that "most meaning perspectives are
acquired through cultural assimilation" (p.3) and that
others, like cubism and colour field painting, may be
intentionally learned. Still others are stereotypes that we
have unintentionally learned: for example, what it means to
be an artist or non-—artist and what is "good art" and "bad
art."

If transformative learning is a concept which can be
used to explain the link between one cognitive stage of
aesthetic development and another, then I felt I must
present a valid and believable argument which defined the
aesthetic experience as a learning experience, thus having

the potential of transformative learning.
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- Aesthetic Experience Model

Throughout the summer of 1993, I worked on the design
and definition of my concept of the aesthetic experience
(Wale, 1993b). As I progressed through the exercise, I
found it necessary to clarify my assumptions about the
underlying questions, "what is art?" and "what is
aesthetics?" The next section presents the results - my
operational definitions for art, aesthetics, and the
aesthetic experience as a learning experie;ce.

North American adults have personal definition(s) of
art. When asked about art, they have some idea what is
being asked and can discuss their personal experiences with
what they call art and what they believe society calls art.
Their personal definitions may be more or less developed
according to the needs of each individual; for example, in
our society, the needs of a commercial art dealer are
different than an art historian’s and so are their
definitions of art. Similarly, the young violin protegé and
the retired factory worker define art differently. I
suggest that their definitions are constructed under the
influence of two key forces, the self and society;
furthermore, individuals change their definitions over time,
through accumulated experiences and with learning.

Our collective concept of art becomes our society’s
definition. This societal definition, in reality, is

dynamic and multifaceted: constantly being challenged,
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defended -and -changed. An analysis of the social forces
which affect the societal definition of art is beyond_the
scope of this paper; however, it is important to note that
in our society there seems to be an interactive relationship
between the evolving definitions of the individual and the
society.

Despite this argument for dynamic definitions of art
and for individualistic perspectives on art, I maintain that
there is evidence for some universal sense of art, not for a
definition that describes the limits of what art is —- its
content, its material, its style and so on -— but for a
definition that sets out what art is for. I do not believe
that any culture will achieve any art that will be art for
all peoples for all time. Rather, I am suggesting a
metatheory which proposes that art be understood as a truly
integral and natural aspect of the nature of each
individual,Vof all cultures throughout time, and thus of
humanity.

The main support for this position is provided by
Dissanayake (1988, 1992). 1In an extensive review of
philosophical, anthropological, psychological and biological
positions, Dissanayake (1992) proposed that from a bio-
evolutionary or species-centred perspective "one can claim
that art is more important - primal and perduring - than has
ever before been recognized or demonstrated, insofar as it

originated from and played a critical role in human
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biological adaption® (p.xvii). She argued for art té be
- considered as a human behaviour which satisfies a human need
and defines art as “the activity of making the things one
cares about special’ (p.223). This proposition explains the
persistent occurrence of art, in a variety of
manifestations, in diverse cultures, over time. This
definition of art seems capable of including all
classifications and associated definitions of art,
contemporary and historical, avant garde and traditional,
amateur and professional.

Insofar as we all have some personal definition of art
and artworks, we all have aesthetic experiences in our
lives. For most of us the quality of our aesthetic
experiences tends to improve as the quantity of these
experiences increases.

~ Aesthetics is the human response to artwork(s).

Aesthetic experience, a special type of human experience, is
enmeshed within human life, within human experience, and in
some sense helpé to define the nature of humanity.
Historically, the study of aesthetics has investigated what
were described as the special qualities of art; these
included expression, beauty, representation, unity, harmony,
consummation, and emotional fulfillment. I suggest that the
study of art and aesthetics should encompass all these
qualities, plus all other values and meanings that

individuals might assign to their individual experiences
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with a¥t:. - In addition, the remarkable tendency of
individuals to change their minds about art or, perhaps more
precisely, to develop their abilities to find meaning in
art, warrants consideration within such study. As Housen
(1983) stated, "The arts are a fundamental way of knowing
oneself and the world, a way which is a distinct strand of
human growth... a theory of aesthetic behaviour ... must
take into consideration differences in the change and growth
in aesthetic understanding" (p.172).

No matter what meaning is proposed for the aesthetic,
there is a consistent assumption within aesthetic theories
that presumes the importance of art and the aesthetic in our
lives. Many aestheticians (Beardsley (1991), Dissanayake
(1988, 1992), Smith and Simpson (1991)) argued, from
diffefent assumptions, that art and aesthetic experiences
are in fact distinctive aspects of human life and that such
experiences are intrinsically valuable for an individual’s
growth and development. Art and aesthetics, no matter how
they are construed by the individual or culture, are innate
aspects of humanity.

Dewey (1934) defined experience as "the interaction of
an individual and his or her environing conditions, [and] is
involved in the process of living and thus occurs
continuously throughout life" (p.35). If experience is a
continuous aspect of human life, then, for the purposes of

this paper, an experience is a discrete event within the
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strean of life. Such an experience may be described-as
having a beginning and consummation and as having a
particular sequence and certain components.

The components are as follows: initial experience,
reflective thinking, abstract conceptualization and
experimentation. These components are loosely linked to
Kolb’s learning cycle (Kolb, 1984). I have not examined his
theory of experiential learning in any depth and, therefore,
the connections to my proposed learning cycle are not
clearly defined. However, I subscribe to his central idea
that perception of an experience and doing something with
the perception are required for learning to occur and,
therefore, for knowledge to be developed.

The proposed learning cycle is described briefly in the
following sentences: An individual may complete the cycle
or not. If not completed in one continuous time period, the
individual may resume the cycle from the subsequent
component and work through to consummation in the
experimentation stage after any length of interruption.
Learning, personal development of the cognitive, affective
and psychomotor domains, is a valuable, desirable and direct
result of completion of the cycle (see Figure 2).

The initial experience combines perception and storage
of perception. Perception is primarily pure sensory input
of phenomena. Phenomena are things, with physical

attributes, that stimulate sensory input. Storage of
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Initial
Experience

Experimentation
Reflective
Thinking

Abstract
Conceptualization

Figure 2. Aesthetic experience cycle.
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percéption‘is achieved through a physical/chemical -
interpretation of the input into a memory and involves the
individual’s cognitive and affective domains.

"Sheer sense experience, whether conscious or
unconscious, without mental mediation, is aesthetically
meaningless. It is what the mind makes of the physical
sensations that is interesting and relevant" (Dissanayake,
1992, p.29). Individuals make meaning of their initial
experience through consideration of their experiences. By
thinking about what is perceived, by calling forth memories
of the experience and the feelings and thoughts connected to
the experience, and by wondering about them, individuals
engage in a compulsive struggle to understand their
experiences. I suggest that abstract conceptualization is
the process of constructing meaning schemes and
perspectives, and on occasion deconstructing and re-
constructing them in order to integrate new or different
thoughts. Experimentation involves the testing or use of
the results of the previous three components of the cycle
and thereby resumes the cycle at a new initial experience.

What has happened to an experience after consummation,
that is, after the cycle is concluded? Dewey (1934)
indicated that it is somehow taken into an individual’s
consciousness and is integrated within that individual’s
collection of memories. When the ideas that have been

developed are in harmony with the existing knowledge of the
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individual, - the integration is smooth and relatively’
seamless. The ideas reinforce existing assumptions and
related frameworks and opinions. However, when the results
are not in harmony, the integration may involve struggle,
conflict and some sort of suffering for the individual and
can result in some reconstruction presumably of the ordering
or organization of her or his set(s) of memories.

I propose that the sensory input of the initial
experience is translated into one or more memories and these
become the raw materials from which the individual’s
assumptions, meaning échemata, meaning perspectives and
worldview(s) are constructed. The reconstruction to which
Dewey alludes may be more completely described using
Mezirow’s (1990) theory of transformative learning.

Mezirow argued that individuals are compelled to find
meaning in their lives. They develop sets of assumptions,
meaning schemes and meaning perspectives which they use to
understand their experiences and which, by definition,
influence their perceptions of new experiences and
subsequent reflection, conceptualization, and
experimentation. Their meaning schemes and pérspectives can
undergo transformations and such transformations, normally,
can be seen as development of the individual’s abilities to
understand more experiences more completely.

As an individual grows older and has more experiences,

he/she accumulates memories. As these memories increase in
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quantity -and quality, they become organized as -assumptions,
meaning schemata and meaning perspectives and as such, they
tend to increase their influence on the individual’s
attitude to, and interpretation of, experiences, past,
present and future. Memories which an individual feels or
thinks are significant will be called upon to provide
information (food for thought) for his/her learning cycle.
It may be that, over time, a meaning perspective tends to
acquire a tendency to perpetuate itself and thus predispose
the individual to reject or forget memories of experiences
that threaten the assumptions embodied within the meaning
perspective.

Life involves continuous cycles of learning. An
individual moves from experiénce to reflection to
conceptualization to experimentation; the experiment becomes
another initial experience and the cycle resumes.

An aesthetic experience involves an individual’s
cognitive, affective and physical responses to artworks.
Though an aesthetic experience involves these domains of the
individual, the domains will probably not be distinct and
distinguishable during the real time experience.

Dissanayake (1992) argued that
every mental state has cognitive,
perceptual, motivational, and emotional
dimensions and cannot be properly

understood if only one of its aspects is
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- -—considered at the expense of the others.
To modern biological thinking ... a
feeling or physical response is no more
or less bodily than an idea, a
perception, a memory, or a thought ...
Thus, the best and most comprehensive
way to regard most experiences is to
recognize that they are simultaneously
perceptual, cognitive, emotional, and
operational. Thoughts and percepts have
emetional concomitants; emotions and
percepts are mental events; thoughts and
emotions are often induced by
perceptions; many percepts, thoughts,
and emotions presuppose or lead to
action. (p.30)

It is only upon reflection, after the consummation of
an experience, that we come to see one domain rather than
another as the dominant feature of the experience (Dewey,
1934). While the study of aesthetic experience may
artificially separate the individual’s response into
cognitive, affective, physical or any other dimensions, for
the study to truly reflect the reality of the experience all
domains and the interactions of these domains ought to be
considered. Each component of the aesthetic experience

involves the domains of the individual to a greater or
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lesser"degree. The initial experience is primarily &
sensory event. Reflective thinking and abstract
conceptualization involve the cognitive and affective
domains exﬁensively. When the individual initiates an
experiment, it is probable that all three domains ére
involved (see Table 2).

All individuals have aesthetic experiences. If an
individual has more experiences with works of art, then the
individual tends to develop her or his ability to understand
artworks. The development of this ability is related to the
development of mental meaning frameworks which are used td
interpret experiences; that is, as these frameworks are
modified to incorporate additional assumptions and
perspectives, the individual can understand experiences from

more points of view.

Summary

Individuals have fundamentally different views of the
arts based on different assumptions about life, the world,
and reality. Individuals can develop their ability to
understand their experiences with artworks more completely.

What causes individuals to develop their interpretive
skills? A significant aesthetic experience may be a trigger
for the transformation of an individual'’s ability from one
stage to another. However, it seems obvious that there are

other experiences which could act as catalysts for the
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Aesthetic experience model
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Psychomotor Cognitive Affective
Domain Domain Domain
Initial X x x X
Experience
Reflective b4 X x X x
Thinking
Abstract X X x X x
Cbnceptualization
Experimentation X x X x X x
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transformation of an individual’s aéesthetic frameworks: for
example, a compelling lecture, an art history book, an
engaging hands-on studio experience, and so on.

Concepts of art vary in different societies. In fact,
a single society can support more than one concept of what
art is at any one time.

Individuals construct their personal definitions of art
under the influence of two key factors, the self and
society. Given the extraordinary diversity of individuals’
definitions of art, is it possible to design any unifying
comprehensive theory of art? I suggest that all personal
and cultural definitions of art can be understood as
integral and natural aspects of human behaviour and,
further, that all known definitions of art are examples of
human activitieé which make things those humans care about
special.

Aesthetics is defined as the human responsé to art.

How does an individual make meaning of an aesthetic
experience? Finding meaning involves individuals in a
continuous cycle of initial perception, consideration,
conceptualization, and experimentation. Experimentation
leads into the cycle again as an initial perception. The
distinction between these two elements is blurred. The
directed and purposeful experiment tends to result in
selected perceptions focused on aspects of the ensuing

experiences. The individual is not a sponge soaking up all
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sensory inputs randomly or without purpose. -

The human response involves, simultaneously, the
psychomotor, cognitive, and affective domains. Each domain
interacts with and is influenced by the others. It is
unlikely that an individual would have a purely cognitive,
or purely affective, or purely psychomotor, response to the
experience of a phenomenon.

Is personal development or learning inevitable as more
experiences are acquired? Individuals develop sets of
meaning schemes and perspectives which they use to make
meaning of their experiences. These meaning schemes and
perspectives tend to influence the interpretation of
subsequent perceptions, reflections, conceptualizations, and
experimentation. It is as if the meaning schemes and
perspectives acquire inertia. They can undergo
transformations, and such changes, normally, can be seen as
development of the individuals’ abilities to understand more
experiences more completely (Mezirow, 1990). Can such
develbpment occur without volition or unconsciously? What
sorts of conscious efforts do individuals have to undertake
in order to make meaning of new and unusual experiences?
These concerns lead to the central research question for

this study: Why do adults change their minds about what is

important and meaningful in the visual arts?
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" Purpose of the Study

This qualitative study was conceived as a means to
explore those experiences which provoked the transformation
of some individual adults’ assumptions and opinions
regarding the visual arts. If these experiences could be
identified and described then they may provide important
information for the development of aesthetic education
programs. The information would be valuable for art
educators in a variety of institutions - schools, museums,
and galleries.

By learning more about why adults change their minds
about what is important and meaningful in the visual arts,

more effective support for adults’ learning can be prepared.

Rationale

I want to understand some of the reasonsvthat people
have for changing ﬁheir minds about what is significant for
them in artworks. The phenomenon interests me personally
and professionally. I am employed at the Burlington Art
Centre as the Curator of Programs where my responsibilities
include planning and evaluating a range of art education
activities: for example, gallery exhibitions of artworks,

courses on how to draw and paint and seminars on a variety
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of aesthetic and art historical topics. All of these
programs tend to engage the participants’ values and
opinions regarding art and artworks and I am intrigued by
the diversity of their reactions. I assume that, over some
period of time, individuals change their minds, adopt
different assumptions, develop different values and,
therefore, form different opinions about art and artworks.
I plan to collect information from people about why they
think they changed their minds and then, through an analysis
of that information, try to explain the transitions that
individuals undergo as they develop their abilities to
respond to artworks. Ultimately, I hope to use the results
of that analysis in the design of educational art programs
and services that would facilitate the development of
individuals’ abilities to respond to artworks.

I intend to study adults rather than children for two
key reasons. Adults are generally more able to recall and
articulate the sorts of experiences being investigated;
therefore, they have more potential to provide useful data.
Adults are important and influential users of art programs
and services. People are adults for the longest proportion
of their lives and, during this period, they make decisions
that affect their own continued development as well as for
their dependants. They have opportunities to influence the
development of others.

In this study, the participant was asked to recall and



29
articulate-her memories of previous experiences concerning
artworks. I wanted to find out about experiences that she
felt were pivotal in the transformation of the ways that she
makes meaning of artworks. Would she be able to tell me why
she changed her mind? This information may be valuable for
art educators involved in aesthetics, criticism, and studio
practice.

I have not been able to locate any study that has
examined the transformation of individuals’ aesthetic
values. Housen (1983) and Parsons (1987) proposed extensive
models of aesthetic development with descriptions of the
cognitive and affective levels which are characteristic of
each stage of development but do not explain how or why an
individual would move from one stage to the next. It is
implied that as individuals gain more experience with more
artworks, they will develop their abilities to understand;
however, it is also implied that there are other variables
that influence the development and these are not made
explicit.

Beardsley (1991) proposed an aesthetic experience model
with a checklist of descriptive criteria which show the
experience to be distinct, desirable, and valuable.
Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990) proposed an aesthetic
experience, essentially Beardsley’s model, to be a subset of
a larger family of "flow" experiences and they suggested

that the development of a person’s ability to achieve such
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experiences- -can follow ahy number of different sequences.
They argued, in direct contrast with Housen’s and Parsons’s
prescriptive stages, that individuals can become very
knowledgeable about art, capable of understanding art from a
number of perspectives, by following different learning
paths. Neither of these studies addressed the question of
how individuals would change in order to achieve the
proposed model experiences.

Dissanayake (1992) suggesteds that such special
aesthetic experiences require the acquisition of competence
through education and leisure. Learning is acknowledged as
a process which can facilitate the transformation of an
individual’s aesthetic abilities; however, there is little
information provided regarding the nature and process of
learning that are required. We are left with questions such
as the following: Are the learning processes for aesthetics
similar to other learning processes? Will similar factors
have similar effects on our assumptions and opinions in art
and in other subject areas? Do we make meaning of our
experiences with art in a different manner than with other

domains of our lives?

Definition of Terms

This section highlights my thoughts and terms used
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regarding the central concepts involved with the content of
the research question, "Why do adults change their opinions
about what is meaningful and important in the visual arts?"
The following defintion of terms define my fundamental ideas

regarding art and learning:

Aesthetics

Aesthetics is defined as the human response to art.

Aesthetic Experience

An aesthetic experience involves the cognitive,
affective, aﬁd physical domains of the individual responding
to art. A complete experience is a learning cycle,
beginning with the initial experience, then reflective
thinking and abstract conceptualization, and
ending/beginning again with‘expérimentation; The meaning of
these experiences is in the mind of the beholder.

Individuals can have an aesthetic experience if and
only if they perceive, with one or more senses, artworks.

If the individuals think about their perception of artwork
and integrate those thoughts into existing memories thus
forming, reforming, or reinforcing their concepts of
artwork, art, or life, then the individuals, in completing
the aesthetic experience cycle, have accomplished some
learning. It is possible to develop individuals’ abilities

within each of the four component processes of the cycle.
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Perceptidén skills and abilities can be developed, and as
individuals’ sensing skills improve, so does the quantity
and quality of sensory data available for the subsequent
components of the cycle. Similarly, developing the skills
of the individuals to think, to conceptualize, and to
experiment will enhance the individuals’ abilities to
understand and to find more complete and deeper meaning

within the stream of life’s experiences.

B
a]
rr

From a general perspective, art is considered to be a
human behaviour which satisfies a human need and is definéd
as "the activity of making the things one cares about
special" (Dissanayake, 1992, p.223). Within various
societies, nations, and timeframes; art can be understood as
a culturaily defined concept. Individuals construct their
definitions of art under the influence of two key forces,

the self and society.

Artwork

An artwork may be an object or an event, may be of a
long or short duration, may involve beauty or ugliness, may
be whatever an individual regards as being a special symbol
or representation of something important.

The construction and structure of a work of art is as

integral to its meaning as is its literal subject matter.
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By structure I refer to the selection and placement of
colour, form and space, texture, and other formal concerns

in the making of a work of art.

Learning

All individuals do change their minds from time to time
throughout their lives. These changes can be understood as
growth, learning, and development and "will be different
from one person to another but the process exists for all"

(Cranton, 1994, p.93).

Transformative Learning

This is the concept which I propose as the connection
between the levels of cognitive development in aesthetic
development theories. Clark (1994) provided a succinct
summary of the theory of transformative learning developed
by Mezirow:

Transformative learning is the process of learning

through critical self-reflection, which results in the

reformulation of a meaning perspective to allow a more
inclusive, discriminating, and integrative
understanding of one’s experience. Learning includes

acting on these insights. (p.21)



R Limitations of the Study

Nature of the Research
This study explored new territory for aesthetics.
Given the unexplored nature of the research concerns, the

project was limited by a lack of previous study.

Design

The project was a case study. The findings cannot be

interpreted as generalizable truths.

Literature Review

Contemporary aesthetic development theories are
concerned with the clarification of stages of development
and do not address the processes which provide passage
between those stages. When it is concerned with the
individual and his/her response to art, the philosophy of
art tends to focus on the nature of the aesthetic |
experience, not the transformative aspect(s) of such

experiences.

The Sample

The sample is small and selected; therefore the

conclusions to be drawn from the data are limited.

34
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The ReSedrcher

I have little previous experience as a researcher.
This was my first graduate research project of this
magnitude. My experience in the arts, as an artist,
educator, curator, and administrator both limits and deepens
the design, implementation, and evaluation of all aspects of
the study. Time seemed to shrink whenever I used it to work
on this project ... though I believe that my aesthetics
research will continue in a variety of projects for a number

of years in the future.



CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Purpose of the Review

This is a preliminary review of selected contemporary
aesthetic development theories and some related literature
that pertains to the question "why do adults change their
minds about what they believe is significant in visual art?"
For the purposes of this study, I have defined contemporary
literature as having been published since 1980. I will be
limiting the review to the area of aesthetic education with
an emphasis on theories which explain the change of mind as
a result of some learning: for example, aesthetic
development theories.

For many years scholars have described, analyzed, and
speculated about the aesthetic experience. The diversity of
their thoughts and conclusions is a testament to the
complexity of the experience and a reflection of the
mysteries of the nature of humanity and human existence.
The contemporary studies which seem to be most directly
connected to the transformation of adults’ assumptions
regarding the visual arts tend to integrate various
disciplines: philosophy, psychology, and education for
example. Significant new contemporary theories are the
aesthetic development theories presented by Housen (1983)
and Parsons (1987); each proposed an extensive hierarchical

cognitive development model.
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Parsons ‘described a five-stage theory of aesthetic
development which was created using data collected from
interviews with a wide variety of individuals over a period
of approximately ten years. Housen has designed a five-
stage developmental model based on observations and
interviews of art viewers in natural settings over a period
of about seven years.

The literature review is organized in three sections:
the aesthetic experience, development of aesthetic

knowledge, and research on aesthetic development.

Aesthetic Experience

Parsons (1987) suggested that the quality of our
perception and experiences of artworks can be improved by
learning: more specifically, through an education that
focuses on frequent exposure to works of art combined with
serious consideration of those works. Such an education
would also tend to enrich the character of the meanings
found in aesthetic experience.

The aesthetic experience, in Parsons’s theory, is a
"natural aesthetic response to appearances enjoyed for their
own sake" (1987, p.27). We are born with the capability and
can develop it through experience and thinking.

Housen described the aesthetic experience as an
unverbalized "cyclical interaction between a work of art and

a viewer" (1983, p.2). For Housen, the significant issue
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regarding the sﬁudy'of’aesthetic experiences and aesthetic
understanding is the combination of the cognitive and
affective domains within aesthetic responses. She suggested
that any definition of the aesthetic which separates the two
domains "distorts the nature of the aesthetic response"
(p.34). Perkins et al. (1979), Wolf and Gardner (1980), and
Nelson Goodman'’s idea of "thoughtful feelings" were cited by
Housen as support for her argument that the domains are
interactive and combined within the aesthetic experience.

In her doctoral study, Housen (1983) found that the
quality and complexity of individuals'’ aesthetic experiences
were significantly affected by each of these variables -
age, training, and exposure to art. This implies that the
aethetic response is a learned response and thus her concept
of aesthetic development and experience is congruent with
the idea that the aesthetic experience can be construed as a
learning experience.

The aesthetic experience, as defined by
Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990), is characterized as
being a pleasurable or valuable heightened state of
consciousness which occurs in response to paintings,
sculpture} music, and other art forms and, furthermore, as
being autotelic, worthwhile for its own sake. This
definition of the aesthetic experience is based on
Beardsley’s (1991) model and is designated as a part of a

larger set of experiences under investigation by
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Csikszentmihalyi (1990), called flow experiences. Tle
similarities of the two types of experience are summarized
in Table 3.

I believe that aesthetic experiences which meet the
criteria in Table 3 are special cases and that such
experiences are relatively rare occurrences for the majority
of individuals. These experiences can be regarded as
examples of the highest levels of development described in
the aesthetic development theories of Housen (1983) and
Parsons (1987). This might be expected, given that
Csikszentmihalyi and Robiﬁson only interviewed art experts,
directors, curators, and educators in their study of the

aesthetic experience.

Development of Aesthetic Knowledge

Models of aesthetic experience and aesthetic
development are built on assumptions about the nature and
grounds of knowledge. These assumptions and the resulting
ideas are the foundation and structure upon which larger
theories are constructed. The epistemological implications
connected to the aesthetic development theories proposed by
Housen and Parsons should be reviewed. Are the foundations
solid? Are the connections well made?

Housen (1983) summarized her perspective of the nature
of the aesthetic knowledge, revealed some of her assumptions

and gave a glimpse of her research goal:
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Table 3 -

Comparison of Criteria Defining the Aesthetic ExXperience and

the Flow Experience

Criteria For the Aesthetic Criteria For the Flow
Experience Experience

Object Focus Merging of Action and Awareness
Attention fixed on Attention centred on activity

intentional field

Felt Freedom Limitation of Stimulus Field
Release from concerns about No awareness of past and
past and future future
Detached Affect Loss of Ego
Objects of interest set at Loss of self-consciousness and a
distance emotionally transcendence of ego
boundaries
Active Discovery Control of Actions
Active exercise of powers to Skills adequate to overcome meet
environmental challenges challenges
Wholeness Clear Goals, Clear Feedback

A sense of personal

integration and self- expansion
Autotelic Nature
Does not need external
rewards, intrinsically

satisfying

Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990, p.8)
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“"An aesthetic experience 1is very
different from moral judgement, as well
as from scientific thinking. The
aesthetic experience, combining many
faculties, merges the cognitive and the
judgemental with the affective and
subjective into what has been called
thoughtful sensations or thoughtful
feelings. The cyclical interaction
betWeen a work of art and a viewer
remains an unverbalized experience which
begs for analysis and measurement even
as it defies.standard measurement
procedures. (p.2)

Housen claimed an "aesthetic experience is very
different from moral judgement, as well as from scientific
thinking"; howevér, a more compelling claim might be made by
comparing aesthetic, scientific, and moral experience;
aesthetic, scientific, and moral thinking; énd aesthetic,
moral, and scientific judgement.

Are the experiences different within each of these
traditional epistemological categories aesthetic, moral, and
scientific? Does thinking differ within each category? Are
the judgements made in each domain different?

I think these questions must be explored more

completely before the claim for a separate and unique domain



42
of aesthetics can be made and justified. Alternative
domains have been presented for human experience and
learning: for example, constructive, empirical,
instrumental, interpretive, spiritual, and emancipatory.

How would the aesthetic relate to them?

The investigation of the nature of the aesthetic
experience should focus on the first principles and
characteristics of that experience. A theoretical construct
which shows the relationship of the aesthetic to other
experience (or knowledge or thinking) is beyond the scope 6f
this paper (see Table 4).

Parsons’s (1987) goal was to establish a developmental
account of the growth of the aesthetic domain and the
sequence of stages that an individual must pass through in
order to achieve higher levels of understanding. This
developmental account will plot the growth of our
constructions as we gradually come to understand this major
area of cognition. His underlying discipline is psychology,
as is Housen's.

Epistemologically, he argued that “aesthetic meanings
are sui generis and that responding to works of art is
different from responding to other kinds of objects"
(Parsons, 1991, p.368). This is a view of aesthetics (and
knowledge) that has a long philosophical tradition aﬁd that
proposes that human cognition can be divided into three

types: empirical, moral and aesthetic. Parsons "tried



Table 4 - --
Epistemological Questions

Experience
Aesthetic A-E
Moral M-E

Scientific S-E

Thinking

43

Judgement
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to see'ért>as different from science, morality or religion,
as a part of the human mind distinguished by its own
characteristic concepts and concerns" (p.12).

He looked to concepts that are normally or commonly
used in discussions about art such as beauty,
expressiveness, style and formal qualities. He acknowledged
his art framework as "mainstream views within the broad
tradition of what is called the ‘expressionist’ school in
aesthetics" (1987, p.13) and he named Dewey (1934), Langer
(1953), Collingwood (1958), and Danto (1981) as the
philosophers in this tradition who most influenced him. His
intentions, to try to take art seriously, to see art as an
important, separate part of the human mind, are commendable
and would be supported, at least in principle, by the arts
community of artists, curators, educators, critics and
thinkers; however, his choice of the expressionistic schodl
would not be widely supported. As can be seen in Table 5,
this is a relatively narrow view of aesthetic theory and of
what art is. Osborne (1991) proposed categories of Western
art theories, organized in relation to the basic interests
from which the theories are derived. Parsons’s view of
aesthetic theory can be seen to be focused on a narrow
section of Western aesthetics within Osborne’s categories.

I wonder, if some aesthetic theory has to be used,
whether or not Parsons ought to search for some sets of

common assumptions and values among contemporary aesthetic
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theories. "These, like the common viewpoints of the
cognitive development scholars whom he identified, would
provide a stronger component for his theoretical framework.
Furthermore, the search should probably consider a broad
arts spectrum rather than remain restricted to paintings, in
order to work toward the creation of a theory that would be
applicable to a wide selection of art works —-- visual art,
literature, music, drama.

Would the current pluralistic views of art make
selections of any common criteria or concepts impossible?
Theoretical stances based on gender and culture issues, to
name but two, challenge the fundamental assumptions of many
traditional concepts and theories of beauty and quality.

How can we get around this prob;em? Housen (1983) suggested
that many gallery visitors do not talk about art in
conventional aesthetic categories such as "form, color,
expression, subject matter, content, style, composition, or
communication" (p.46). She recommended, therefore, that
traditional aesthetic distinctions be avoided when analyzing
the aesthetic experiences of individuals and, consequently,
she believed, research methodologies would be improved.

Housenvconducted an extensive review of the literature
on aesthetic understanding from a developmental perspective
(Housen, 1979). She described the historical investigations
of the aesthetic experience, by most philosophers and

psychologists, as based on information from "the experienced
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Table 5

Osborne’s Categories of Western Art Theories

PRAGMATIC INTEREST: INSTRUMENTAL THEORIES OF ART

1) Art as manufacture

2) Art as an instrument of education or improvement

3) Art as an instrument of religious or moral
indoctrination

4) Art as an instrument for the expression or
communication of emotion

5) Art as an instrument for the vicarious expansion of

experience

INTEREST IN ART AS A REFLECTION OR COPY:

NATURALISTIC THEORIES OF ART

1) Realism: art as a reflection of the actual

2) Idealism: art as a reflection of the ideal

3) Fiction: art as reflecting imaginative actuality or

the unachievable ideal

THE AESTHETIC INTEREST: FORMALISTIC THEORIES OF ART
1) Art as autonomous creation

2) Art as organic unity

Osborne (1991, p.38)
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artist or learned viewer" (1983, p.3);"Csikszentmihalyi and
Robinson (1990) have conducted a contemporary study in that
investigative tradition. Both Housen and Parsons cite James
Mark Baldwin as the first psychologist to attempt to
introduce a theoretical framework that "concentrates on the
growth in understanding of the arts from the naive viewer'’s
perspective" (Housen, 1983, p.3). Similar to Parsons’s
work, Housen’s aesthetic development model is an attempt to
account for the experiences of all viewers.

In Housen’s (1983) literature review she divided the
studies on aesthetic understanding into two categories: The
first type analyzed factors within the viewer’s thoughts and
focused on descriptive standards. The second type of study
considered the developmental changes holistically. A key
difference between the studies in the two categories
follows: In the first category, the studies "tend to be
implicitly developmental, [and] the focus is on quantitative
variation of the frequency of particular categories of
thought - over such variables as age or expertise" (p.1l1l);
in the second type, there is an "emphasis on a progression
of qualitative differences within those thought patterns
which describe stages of aesthetic development" (p.12).

The studies in Housen'’s first type "divide aesthetic
understanding into such dimensions as ‘subject matter’ or
‘communication’" (1983, p.l1l). Some of the many studies

cited by Housen follow: Studies which focus on "subject
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matter™ included Gardner (1970), Lark—-Horowitz (1937, 1938,
1939), and Rosenstiel, Morison, Silverman, and Gardner
(1978); some of those that focused on "communication"
included Dewar (1938), Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi (1969),
and Wilson, (1966, 1970, 1972).

The studies in Housen'’s second type, looking at change
holistically, were based on "broader theoretical constructs,
...look[ing] at change within the fabric of the viewer’s
thought" (1983, p.12). Among those cited are Brunner (1975)
and Parsons (1978).

Rather than propose any unique status for aesthetic
knowledge, Csikszentmihalyi and'Robinson (1990) argued that
the structure of an aesthetic experience is special.

The aesthetic experience occurs when information

coming from the artwork interacts with information

already stored in the viewer’s mind. The result

of this conjunction might be a sudden expansion,

recombination, or ordering of previously

accumulated information, which in turn produces a

variety of emotions such as delight, joy, or awe.

The information in the work of art fuses with

information in the viewer’s memory - followed by

the expansion of the viewer’s consciousness, and

the attendant emqtional consequences. This

process of fusion we will refer to as the

structure of the aesthetic experience. Whenever
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we ‘are moved by the encounter with a work of art,

our experiences will have a similar structure,

even though their informational content might be

completely different. (p.18)

Aesthetic information seems to be, essentially, some
combination of perception, cognition, and emotion; that is,
information comes "from the artwork," interacts with
information "stored in the viewer'’s mind," and the
interaction may have "emotional consequences"
(Csikszentmihalyi & Robinson, 1990, p.18).

The structure of this aesthetic experience is
identified as the fusion of the information received from
the artwork with the information stored in the viewer’s
memory. I suggest that this process of fusing may be
understood as learning. Although Csikszentmihalyi and
Robinson only highlight the possibilities of expansion,
recombination, and ordering of memories, it is possible to
imagine that existing information could also be reinforced
or confirmed and that information that has no previously
stored counterpart could be received. All these scenarios
can be regarded as aspects of learning experiences.

Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990) acknowledged that
different viewers may have differing thoughts and emotions
in response to an artwork and that the content of the
experience would differ among individuals in the same

culture, between cultures, and across time. They are
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acknowledging a pluralistic understanding of art, and
aesthetic knowledge. I suggest that their explanation of
the aesthetic experience and its associated integration of
information ought to be expanded to address those that are
more frequent and mundane.

There are many other theories which describe and
explain knowledge. A more comprehensive review of these is
not possible at this time in this paper. However, I feel it
is important to acknowledge the diversity of opinions and
ideas regarding the nature of human knowledge. For example,
King and Kitchener (1994) proposed a Reflective Judgement
Model which is focused on cognition and the special thinking
required for situations that haQe no certain or simple
interpretation. This model describes the development of
"epistemic cognition" (p.13) and is composed of seven
stages, each of which has its distinct set of "assumptions
about knowledge and how knowledge is acquired" (p.13). The
model was developed in respohse to Kitchener and King'’s
research into how individﬁals approached complex issues and
troublesome problems. Application of the model to aesthetic
questions (or spiritual concerns, scientific controversies,
ethical issues} etc.) might be valuable. It could provide
us with another position from which to consider how
individuals think about artworks, especially complex and
controversial worké.

A very different view of knowledge was presented in
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Gardner’s (1991) proposal that "all human beings are ‘capable
of at least seven different ways of knowing the world ...
through language, logical-mathematical analysis, spatial
representation, musical thinking, the use of the body to
solve problems or to make things, an understanding of other
individuals, and an understanding of ourselves" (p.12). A
successful investigation into aesthetic experience must
somehow acknowledge and accommodate the wide range of human
understandings of the world. First, the-personal stories of
aesthetic experience and understanding need to be heard.
Later, assumptions, concepts, and theories regarding the
beliefs and, possibly, knowledge, that reflect those stories

may be attempted.

Research On Aesthetic Development Theory

Parsons (1987) believed that people respond to works of
art in different ways because they understand them
differently. For us to understand their responses, Parsons
stated that we have to determine the underlying assumptions
which influence their interpretations of art works.

They have different expectations about what

paintings in general should be like, what kinds of

qualities can be found in them, and how they can

be judged; and these expectations deeply affect
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their response. Assumptions of this kind are

often implicit, not consciously brought to mind.

(Parsons, 1987, pp.2-3)

This assertion echoes Mezirow’s idea of how a person
makes meaning of any experience through meaning schema and
meaning perspectives (Mezirow, 1990).

Parsons argued that people develop ways of
understanding paintings in a certain order, a developmental
sequence. He argued that "young children start with much
the same basic understanding of what paintings are about,
and they restructure that understanding in much the same
ways as they grow older. They do this to make better sense
of the works of art they encounter ... . Each step is an
advance on the previous one because it makes possible a more
adequate understanding of art" (Parsons, 1987, p.5).

According to Parsons, the development of individuals’
abilities to understand art is largely dependent on the
kinds of artworks which they experience and "how far they
are encouraged to think about them" (Parsons, 1987, p.5).
While I agree that these factors are very influential, I
suggest that there are other variables that should be
considered important influences on the development of the
individual’s ability; for examplé, personality type,
vepistemological assumptions, and social norms. From another
perspective, it could be argued that the development of an

individual’s ability to understand anything should somehow
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contribute to the survival of the individual and/or the
species. In fact, holistic scientific arguments in support
of biodiversity for a healthy planet might be seen as
analogous to the contemporary calls for recognition of, and
support for, the importance of valuing the aesthetic
experiences of all individuals whatever level of development
they might be seen to have achieved.

In Parsons’ aesthetic development theory, "stages are
clusters of ideas, and not properties of persons. A cluster
is a pattern, or structure, of internally related
assumptions that tend to go together in people’s minds just
because they are internally, or logically, related" (1987,
p.11). He was quite clear and forceful in his emphasis on
this point, presumably to avoid the criticism that the
theory attempts to force people to fit predetermined
categories. Parsons stated that individuals use stages to
understand artworks and that the stages are not labels for
people. The important point here is to recognize that
cognitive development theories, aesthetic development
theories, and their sets of stages are constructions of
assumptions and frameworks and, as such, are "analytical
devices that help us to understand ourselves and others"
(1987, p.11). This sounds very similar to Mezirow’s
concepts of meaning schemes and perspectives (1990).

Parsons’ aesthetic development theory is founded on

cognitive development psychology. Parsons felt that
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cognitiveé development theories are an important part of
modern thought and have had a strong influence on education.
He cited Piaget, Kohlberg, Fowler, Broughton, Selman and
Loevinger as well known cognitive development scholars and
indicated that while there is much debate over some
concerns, there are sets of common attitudes and principles
shared by these theorists. Parsons used "these common
attitudes and principles to analyze aesthetic experience"
(1987, p.10). James Mark Baldwin (1906) is identified as
the most important psychologist to have attempted a
systematic cognitive developmental account of aesthetic
experience; however, his work has been superceded by
contemporary advances in aesthetics and psychology.

Parsons made an interesting clarification of his
developmental theory: "I speak of stages of understanding
in this book, though I want to claim that sequences of
insights are the more fundamental idea" (1987, p.l1l).
Within Mezirow’s (1990) theory of transformative learning
this idea of "insight" would be connected to perspective
transformation:

the process of becoming critically aware of how and why

our presuppositions have come to constrain the way we

perceive, understand, and feel about our world; of
reformulating these assumptions to permit a more
inclusive, discriminating, permeable, and integrative

perspective; and of making decisions or otherwise
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acting on these new understan&ings. More inclusive,
discriminating, permeable, and integrative perspectives
are superior perspectives that adults choose if they
can because they are motivated to better understand the
meaning of their experience. (p.1l4)

Each level of aesthetic development is focused on one
new, key insight in Parsons’ model. Parsons did not explain
the difference between understanding and insight, though it
seems that insight rests somewhere between recognizing and
understanding a fact or concept, perhaps being some sort of
bridge or connection in a theoretical explanation of the
mental process. A more complete explanation of the basic
elements of an aesthetic experience would be useful for
Parsons’s theory; in fact, a widely accepted model of the
aesthetic experience is not available (Housen, 1983).

That humans achieve more complex understandings of
themselves and their world through a series of steps is a
fundamental idea of cognitive development theory. As we
develop, we acquire increasingly sophisticated abilities.
These abilities provide us with related new insights which
in turn provide newer abilities and so on, in a non-
arbitrary sequence of steps.

Parsons used four topics to organize the data he
collected and to structure our thinking about paintings:

1) Subject Matter (including ideas of beauty and of

realism)
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27 " Emotional Expression

3) Medium, Form and Style

4) Nature of Judgement

He used these four because he felt that they encompass
most of the interests and considerations that individuals
relate when they talk about their experiences with paintings
and the categories "are responsive to the stages of
development ... one can identify a different version of each
idea for each of the five stages of development" (1987,
p.14). He used them because they are linked to ideas about
art that have been taken seriously by some artists, art
historians, and philosophers of art over time, specifically
the expressionist school mentioned above. While each topic
has five stages of development, each topic is more central
at one particular'stage than the other topics. "Each stage
is shaped by a central new insight, and this insight centers
in each case on a different topic" (1987, p.16). In Stage
- One, the essential concerns are an "intuitive delight in
most paintings, a strong attraction to colour, and a
freewheeling response to subject mattér“ (p.22). While
Parsons argued that all topics are considered by an
individual at the other stages, the idea of subject matter
is central to Stage Two, expression to Stage Three, medium,
form and style to Stage Four and judgement to Stage Five
(see Table 6).

Parsons’s theory is based on the data collected in
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subject expression medium, judgement
matter form, style

Stage 1

Stage 2 Dominant

Stage 3 Dominant

Stage 4 Dominant

Stage 5 Dominant
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interviews with a variety of people; however, it is based on
a “"rational abstraction" (1987, p.12), not a statistical
analysis of data. He admited that his project raises
theoretical and methodological issues; but he did not
specify them. Parsons has limited his aesthetic development
theory efforts to the design of hypotheses which could be
tested in quantitative studies. Parsons’s study is
primarily qualitative.

His two key concerns for this theory are that each
successive stage be seen to desctibe an lncreased level of
adequacy for understanding paintings and that the theory be
in accord with "both our intuitive understandings of people
and paintings and with the facts of how pebple actually talk
about paintings" (1987, p.17).

Does Parsons mean by "intuitive understanding" that we’
understand without conscious reasoning, that something
instantaneously seems right? I would argue that
understanding the "something" intuitively means that our
perception and our experience of the "something" conforms to
our pre-—-existing meahing perspectives and that this sort of
understanding is not a significant measure of the theory
unless the "we" is composed of a significant variety of
people, for example, varied by age, education, gender,
culture, and by some theorétical construct like personality

type.

In fact, Parsons indicated that his data were not from
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a carefiul sample of any population. ™ Over three hundred
interviews were completed over a period of almost ten years.
The interviews were with a variety of "ordinary people
living in and around Salt Lake City" (1987, p.18), ranging
from pre-school children to art professors.

Five or six paintings were shown to the interviewees
and a set of standard topic questions were used to start the
interviews. Neutral probe questions were used to prompt
further clarification of interviewees’ responses. The
interviews were loosely structured and the best interviews

seemed like genuine conversations. The questions follow:

Standard Topic Questions

Describe this painting to me.

What is it about? 1Is that a good subject for a
painting?

What feelings do you see in the painting?

What about the colors? Are they good colors?
What about the form (things that repeat)? What
about texture?

Was this a difficult painting to do? What would
be difficult?

Is this a good painting? Why?
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- --Examples of Neutral Probe Questions - ”
You said X. What do you mean by that?
Can you give me an example?
Can you say more about that?
Whereabouts in the painting do you see that?
Parsons’ theory was based on quotes from people of all
ages talking about art. These data, people talking about
art and art experiences, were limited by the individuals’
language skills. How has that affected the data? 1Is it
implied that the development of language skills are
congruent with the individuals’ aesthetic development?
Housen considered these questions to be important issues
affecting the quality of the data and argued that "“the only
strategy is to try to minimize the degree to which
[aesthetic response] scores reflect merely linguistic
sophistication" (1983, p.37). |
It is likely that the interviewers affected the
responses, consciously or unconsciously. Parsons alluded to
this possibility when he said that they "“tried not to
suggest particular answers" (1987, p.19). The selection and
training of the interviewers are issues that should be
addressed in order to improve the dependability of the data.
In addition, the questions themselves directed the responses
to the topics that have been pre-determined by Parsons. For
a more effective fundamental qualitative, exploratory study,

the interviews should have been more unstructured and less
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directed: - The responses cbuld then have been analyzed using
a variety of strategies. If Parsons'’s proposed topics of
the aesthetic theory of expressionism were used, the study
would have tested his aesthetic development theory. Seeking
a strategy that was rooted in the data would have avoided
some of the self-fulfilling tendency of the procedure and
would provide data which more accurately reflected how
people actually talk about paintings. For a more complete
argument regarding the problems related to using interviews
as a data collection tool within a study of aesthetic
experiences see Housen (1983) chapter 2.

Housen, like Parsons, was attracted to the aesthetic
problem because of the diversity of viewer response to art
works: |

For one work of art it is possible to
find as many interpretations as there
are viewers. Moreover, reactions will
most likely run from the simple to the
highly complex, and from the very
abstract and analytical to the intensely
experiential and subjective. (1983, p.1l)

Housen’s aesthetic development model was based on
observations and interviews of art viewers in natural
settings (1983, p.7). She started with a 1976 study (cited
in Housen, 1983) which charted the physical movement of

museum visitors. 1In 1977, a second study (cited in Housen,
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1983) was conducted with the intention of replicating the
findings of the earlier project. Using these results,
Housen was able to classify visitors according to the paths
they followed in the museum and according to the way they
talked about their museum experiences. The difference
between naive and sophisticated viewing styles was explored
in another study and, given the consistent results to that
point, Housen undertook a "more in-depth analysis of the
protocols collected in the previous studies" (1983, p.7).
This led to the development of a model of five stages of
aesthetic understanding: Accountive; Constructive;
Classifying; Iﬁterpretive; and Creative Reconstruction. All
stages accommodate both the cognitive and affective aspects
of aesthetic understanding and take into account the
interaction between these two spheres of response. See
Appendix A for a detailed description of these stages.

After creating the five-stage aesthetic development
model, Housen went on to develop "a method for coding
aesthetic responses" (1983, p.31). Her 1983 study refined a
pilot scoring manual which, through coding aesthetic
responses, can measure aesthetic development. The manual
was tested on "a diverse population varying in age, socio-
economic status, and exposure to the arts" (p.31). This
system for scoring the responses of individuals to art works
echoes Parsons concern for good scientific process to test

aesthetic development theory and, perhaps, reflects a desire
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for accteptance of the theory into the scientific community.

Parsons (1987) described his study as advancing some
complex suppositions and emphasized that his was an
introductory investigation into the topic. He hoped that
future studies would collect what he refered to as good
scientific evidence to test and modify his hypotheses.
Parsons suggested the following process:

[The process] requires the construction
of a scoring system with which different
persons can reliably assign a piece of
reasoning about art to the same stage.
This must be based on, but be more
specific than, the more hypothetical
account of stages. And then, ideally,
the scoring system must be'used on
interviews conducted with the same
people over many years. (1987, p.16-17)

In direct contrast to the prescriptive stages of
Parsons and Housen, Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990)
suggested that while there appears to be a "developmental
trend in the interaction with works of art" (p.180), a
person’s development can follow any number of different
sequences. They argued that individuals can become very
knowledgeable about art, capable of understanding art from a
number of perspectives, by following different learning

paths. They said that some people do not change their minds
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about art, do not develop new ways of understanding art
works while other people, as they experience more art, tend
to see new meanings, become more familiar with these new
meanings and thus develop more complex, richer personal
understandings of the art.

Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990) suggested that the
development of individuals’ abilities to respond to, and to
understand, art works is dependent on the individuals’
openness to new perspectives of interpretation. I propose
the general trait of thoughtful inquisitiveness as another
necessary ingredient for development to occur.

Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson’s study (1990) of the
aesthetic responses of gallery and museum curators,
educators and directors of collections proposed a model of
aesthetic reéponse based on a generalization of the experts’
experiences. This model is a description of highly |
developed responses to art works, perhaps an ideal level of
engagement with art from the artists’ and art professionals’
point of view. While it can be argued that all individuals
need not have the experience of an art expert as a goal for
their ultimate aesthetic experience, the study did provide
an interesting framework for examining how individuals with
extensive experience and education in the art profession
respond to art. The framework may, in fact, provide useful
tools for analyéing aspects of all individuals’ responses to

art.
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Summary

The idea that people respond to works of art in
different ways because they understand them differently is
accepted by each of the authors included in this review.

The need to determine the assumptions which underlie and
influence individuals’ responses is also commonly
acknowledged as a key to understanding those responses.

The traditional Western philosophical view of types of
knowledge - aesthetic, ﬁoral, and scientific - grounds the
theofies of Beardsley, Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson,
Housen, and Parsons. Similarly, their descriptions of
aesthetic experience reflect the historical Western ideas of
aesthetics. The quality of an individual’s aesthetic
experiences tends to improve as the individual gains more
experiences with works of art. We can expect that these
ideas will be true and valid for individuals who have grown
up within Western culture and, particularly, who have been
educated within the Western school systems,

Housen and Parsons proposed aesthetic'developmenﬁ
theories that are based on the traditions of cognitive
development psychology. However, they both argued that
aesthetic experience and understanding are'special and
should not be viewed as purely cognitive processes.

Although Parsons and Housen proposed that the aesthetic
is a distinct and unique domain, they both felt it is

appropriate to apply scientific thinking and judgements to
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their investigations of the aesthetic.  This approach seems
inconsistent with their claims for the nature of the
aesthetic. If it is sui generis, why study it with science?

As I reflect on the theories of aesthetic development,
I wonder whether or not their focus on the stages of
development puts the emphasis on the wrong element. I
suggest that most individuals are not, purely, at any one
stage of development. Rather, they are almost always
between stages — leaving one and becoming another -
therefore in a state of change. Perhaps more consideration
ought to be given to the processes that connect one stage to
another. For example, would the transformations that bridge
Levels One and Two be different from those that connect
Levels Four and Five? Would these transformations differ
from culture to culture, from individual to individual?

Answers to the question "why do adults change their
minds about what is important in the visual arts?" are not
apparent from this literature review. Csikszentmihalyi and
Robinson suggested that individuals can follow many
different paths in the development of their understandings
of artworks. The aesthetic development theories of Housen
and Parsons prescribed a particular path of development; but
none of these theories explain how any individual would go
about the processes of developing. We are still left with
these questions: How and why would an individual move from

one set of opinions to any other? Why and how does an
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individual- lose interest in one thing and become interested
in another? Why do adults change their minds about what is
important and valued in the visual arts?

The issue of the special epistemological status of the
aesthetic should be pursued further. A more comprehensive
review of the related literature, especially in the areas of
contemporary concepts of how knowledge develops and of
alternative theories of knowledge might help to clarify the

status of the aesthetic.

More explorations of the human response to artworks are
required. There is a need for heuristic investigation,
given that few contemporary studies have been conducted into

the range and diversity of aesthetic responses.



CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

For many years philosophers have described, analyzed
and speculated about the aesthetic experience. The
diversity of their thoughts and conclusions is a testament
to the complexity of the experience and a reflection of the
mysteries of the nature of humanity and human existence.
The historical and contemporary diversity of assumptions,
definitions, concerns and approaches to aesthetic research
has produced a rich and stimulating body of knowledge. This
diversity of thought provides the reader with the
opportunity to develop a deep and complex uhderstanding of
the phenomenon from many perspectives.

Much of the contemporary research on aesthetic
development has focused on cognitive and affective or
psychomotor, but not cognitive, affective and psychomotor
aspects of the aesthetic experience. This is a function of
how those researchers have defined the experience. Their
definitions have narrowed the focus of their research.

In this section of the paper I explore the advantages
and disadvantages of some aspects of gqualitative research as
they apply to aesthetic experiences and the transformation
of individuals’ opinions regarding art. I develop
guidelines for a research method that is appropriate for my
~concerns at this time. Other methodologies could have been
employed; however, given the limitations of time and my

research experience, I decided to work with a modest first
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project.

The nature of qualitative research makes it difficult
for the researcher to address all of the problems discussed
below. Housen (1983) suggested that by establishing a set
of guidelines that relate to the central concern of the
study, a researcher can focus the design of a research
project. The selection of such guidelines is vital since
they become a critical factor for the research and periodic
reviews of the guidelines would be appropriate, given the
special, organic nature of the qualitative research process.
The evolution of the research design is directed by these
guidelines. As the research design evolves, as the research
question becomes more and more focused, the researcher is
obliged to make decisions within a diverse and complex range
of problems and possible solutions. By articulating the
researcher’s central research concerns early in the process,
the researcher sets realistic limits for the project. If
the guidelines are developed in response to good
contemporary research practice, then the data collected

should be appropriate.

Summary of the Phases of Qualitative Research

McMillan and Schumacher (1989) presented the following
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summary as the phases of good contemporary qualitative
research practice:

1. State the initial focus, purpose and questions to

be investigated;

2. Select a research design and site;

3. Develop a research role in the field;

4. Choose the participants, contexts, and activities

after preliminary mapping of the field (purposeful

sampling);

5. Choose data collection strategies (before and

during data collection);

6. Select data analysis techniques (during and after

data collection);

7. Select forms of data display and develop

interpretations. (p.388)

In qualitative research the researcher begins by
describing a foreshadowed problem. This is a general
description of the participants, location, time and events
to be studied. It usually also answers the questions: What
happens? Why does it happen? How does it happen? The
foreshadowed problem indicates the purpose of the research,
the extent that previous research and theory are expected to
be involved and the focus of the data collection strategies.
As the data are collected, these descriptions are re-written
and they tend to become more and more focused as the

research progresses.
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The 'research site should provide the opportunity to
connect with participants appropriate to the research
problem. If access to the site and the people is not freely
available, then the researcher must make an informal or
formal application, whatever is appropriate for the site and
the situation. Authorization is essential for research
ethics.

The researcher must choose a research role that is
suitable for the purpose of the study and appropriate to the
phenomenon being studied. Four possible roles for the |
qualitative researcher are: observer, observer-participant,
participant-observer and participant. The effect of the
role on the data is a critical issue. The effects of
selected researcher role should be acknowledged. Dependable
data will result if the influence of the researcher is
acknowledged.

The qualitative researcher is concerned with the larger
context of the phenomenon or site under study. This
reflects the general characteristic of qualitative research
being more holistic than quantitative research. The
researcher seeks a sense of the whole context for the
research site or phenomenon. The site context would include
the numbers and kinds of people at the site, the activities
in which the people engage, the physical characteristics of
the site, the services provided and the schedules for

activities and services. Once this holistic overview has
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been developed, the researcher selects the people,
situations and events that are most likely to yield useful
data for the foreshadowed problem.

The researcher must choose from whom to collect data.
It would be preferable to collect information from every
person in the group being studied; however, this is rarely
possible. McMillan and Schumacher (1989, p.395) identified
the following purposeful sampling strategies for the
qualitative researcher: comprehensive sampling, maximum
variation sampling, network selection, extreme-case
selection, typical—-case selection, unique-case selection,
reputational-case selection and critical-case selection.
Usually, a combination of these types of strategies is used
in a study. The researcher must articulate the reasons for
choosing whichever strategies are selected.

Data colléction and analysis strategies are flexible
and should be appropriate to the preceding decisions
regarding site selection, research role, and sampling. As
with those previous decisions, the data collection and
analysis strategies should be suitable for the research
problem. The data can be collected using any of the
following three qualitative techniques: observation,
interview or documents. These techniques can be used
singly; however, by using two or more, the researcher
obtains richer data.

When using an interview technique, the first few
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interviews are used to test and refine the questioning and
recording procedures. At that time, any necessary changes
are made to the sequence of elements in the interview. The
effectiveness of the introductory stage is also evaluated
and adjustments are made to ensure that the interviewer
establishes rapport and trust with the participants early in
the interview. This relationship is important for the
success of deeper questions later in the interview.

A strategy for organizing, coding and retrieving
collected data for formal analysis ought to be established
early in the study. This strategy can be modified depending
on the evolution of the research project.

Analysis of data in qualitative research studies is
integrated into all phases of the research. This
integration is an inherent aspect of the emergent nature of
this type of research. |

Qualitative research ... is a systematic process

of selecting, categorizing, comparing,

synthesizing, and interpreting to provide

explanations of the single phenomenon of interest.

Throughout the process, the ethnographer

qualitatively assesses the trustworthiness of the

data but does not conduct formal verification for

universal propositions. (McMillan & Schumacher,

1989, p.414)

McMillan and Schumacher (1989, p.414) suggested three
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cyclical phases of data analysis which tend to be
characteristic of qualitative research. The researcher is
involved in "continuous discovery" throughout the entire
study, identifying tentative themes and proposing concepts
and mini-theories. Toward the conclusion of the data
collection phase, the researcher organizes the data,
develops categories and begins to enrich his/her
understanding of the patterns and themes within the data.
The trustworthiness of the data is assessed qualitatively in
order to improve the researcher’s understanding of the
setting and social context.

For most qualitative studies the volume of data
collected is onerous and the final selection of the central
focus of the study will, on the one hand, be based on all
the data collected and, on the other hand, will provide the
guidelines for what data to include in the report and what
to save for later.

The level of abstraction desired for the presentation
of the results will also affect the content of the final
report. The level of abstraction used in presenting the
results will, in McMillan and Schumacher’s (1989) terms,
result in one of the following kinds of studies:
descriptive narration, descriptive-analytical
interpretation, grounded theoretical research.

Descriptive narration is ... a story of the

events, based on the common sense explanations of
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the participants, that synthesizes the reasons the
events occurred as they did.

Descriptive-analytical narration describes,
analyzes, and interprets the phenomenon. The
researcher selectively analyzes aspects of human
actions and events to provide explanations.

Grounded theoretical research adds a
theoretical dimension to the descriptive analysis.
Concepts induced from observations are derived
from the data and therefore, are called "grounded"
theory. (p.421)

Appendix B contains a set of guidelinés for evaluating
qualitative research. These guidelines provide a detailed
summary of the key aspects of qualitative research as

presented in McMillan and Schumacher (1989).

The Qualitative Study

of Transformative Aesthetic Experiences

Contemporary aesthetic development theories are
concerned with the design and testing of aesthetic
development models and with the clarification of the stages
of development; however, the whys and hows of the
tfansformation an individual undergoes when moving from one

stage to the next is in need of study.
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It may be that the nature and content of an

individual’s aesthetic experience is ultimately
indescribable; however, for the purposes of this paper, I
assume that individuals can describe their memories of
experiences with artworks. I also assume that there are
some direct connections between the development of
communications skills (for example, verbal language skills
and the language of drawing) and the development of the
cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains of an
individual. This is not to say that individuals at lower
levels of development are unable to have aesthetic
experiences or that people at higher levels have more
powerful experiences, only that their abilities to describe
their experiences varies. For example, children can have
significant aesthetic experiences and adults whose abilities
to speak have been damaged by a stroke éan have significant
aesthetic experiences; but, in both cases, their abilities
to speak about these experiences is obviously at a iower
level of development than a "normal" healthy adult. I am
interested in the design of a research model: that seeks an
understanding of the human involvement with art and
artworks; that considers psychomotor, cognitive and
affective domains and the dynamic interactions between and
among the domains; and that illuminates the construction,
de—-construction and re-construction of value sYstems and

meaning perspectives.
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R ' The Sample—~ - -

The selection of participants for the study must be
compatible with the focus of the research question and the
research method. There must be a reasonable degree of
congruence among these decisions. I assume that information
from individuals regarding their real experiences provides
the proper starting point for an investigation of my
concerns. For this aesthetic experience research project,
all adults who are capable of responding cognitively,
affectively and physically to an artwork are potential
participants.

Given the limitations imposed by my minimal research
experience, the short time frame available for the study,
and the limited financial resources available for the
project, a single individual was the sample for a case study
design. Two additional individuals were selected as
alternates, should the original participant have been unable
to complete the project.

The subject was an adult who has changed her opinions
regarding what she believes to be meaningful and important
in the visual arts. The investigation of the history of the
changes that one individualvhas undergone may allow for
greater insights: were the reasons for change diffefent at
different times?

The individual was typical of a group of people who are

associated with the visual arts. Using the Burlington Art
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Centre- as-the site for the study, there was an opportunity
to select a person from the following groups: visitors to
the galleries, students registered in studio courses, part-
time artist-instructors, professional staff, members, guild
members, and others. Each of these populations would be
interesting subjects for study; however, visitors to the
galleries may be a higher priority. A 1994 study, "The Way
People Look at Art Galleries" by the Angus Reid Group,
prepared for the Ontario Association of Art Galleriés,
reported that seventy percent of Ontario adults have visited
a public art gallery in Ontario, but only twenty-seven
percent have visited within the past year. Approximately
seven percent of the population studied have made more than
one visit, an average of 3.5, within the past year. The
report went on to describe the group of the Ontario
population that are most likely to have visited an art
gallery as "Solid Supporters." This group represents about
thirty-two per cent of the total provincial population.
According to the report "Solid Supporters" are the "most
positive in their attitudes towards art galleries, most
likely to have visited, and unanimous in their belief that
galleries should receive government funding" (p.ii). The
following summary describing the key characteristics of
"Solid Supporters" is based on the information provided in
the Angus Reid study (1994, p.13): Solid Supporters

represent 32% of the population studied; 38% of them have
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visited a public art gallery in the past year; -they believe
that it is important to have a public art gallery in their
community, that art galleries are interesting, essential,
relevant, fﬁn, and friendly, that art teaches us to be
better people, and that the government has a responsibility
to fund public art galleries.

The demographics of the segment identified as "Solid
Supporters" were presented (1994, p.13) as follows: 46%
were female, average age was 38 years, average income
equalled $52,000, 46% had completed a college or university
degree, 55% were married, 57% have children, and 25% live in
a rural community.

The participant for_the study was selected to represent
a typical "Solid Supporter" using the description provided
above. Such an individual could be reasonably expected to
provide useful information, in quantity and quality,
regarding her experiences with art.

Since the researcher is only fluent in English, and no
resources were available for translation, the subject had to

be fluent in spoken and written English.

Design

If the research purpose is to study a little-known or

singular phenomenon to propose theoretical constructs
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for -later verification or to describe and explain in
detail complex microprocesses, then a single site, a
single individual, or a small group can be used
(McMillan & Schumacher, 1989, p.182).

This study is a case study using ethnographic
methodology. The research project was an indepth study of
one individual’s present and past experiences with the
visual arts exploring, in particular, the causes and
processes that are related to the individual'’s changes of
mind in order to develop an understanding of why that
individual has changed hef mind about what is significant in

the visual arts.

Site

The Burlington Art Centre was chosen as thé research
site. Access to the Centre and its members and visitors was
granted in informal discussions with the Executive Director
of the Art Centre. The Art Centre provides a meaningful
physical context that focuses on the visual arts and has
groups of visitors, members, and volunteers which should
include individual "Solid Supporters." The following
information is quoted from the Art Centre’s promotional
material:

The Burlington Art Centre has thrived as a vital focal
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point- for the visual arts since 1978. It-is the
seventh largest public art gallery in Ontario and
attracts over 65,000 visitors from Burlington, the Bay
Area, Toronto, and across Ontario and the U.S.A.

The exhibition and educational programs, studios and
activities are essential to our community and region.
The Centre is a non-profit registered charitable
organization which provides free admission, seven days
a week, with full accessibility for the physically

challenged.

Strategies

Practical considerations, such as the resources
available for this research project, access to participants,
approvals for access to the site and direction from my
thesis advisor and committee helped to control the selection
of the sample for the study.

The research method should be appropriate for the
phenomenon and the population being studied; in this case
the method should address the complete aesthetic experience.
Given my assumptions regarding the aesthetic experience, the
method must elicit cognitive, affective, and psychomotor
responses to artworks. As far as is possible, the method

should not direct or change the meaning of the participants’
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responses.- -Every effort was made to minimize the .
researcher’s unnecessary influence and to acknowledge and
articulate the researcher’s assumptions regarding the
research generally.

The data collection method was directed by the
respondent’s experiences. Time was allowed for the
respondent to delve into her memories. Most of the
questioning was open-ended and, while focused by the central
research concern, was as natural as possible. In order to
develop a more complete picture of the participant’s
experienceé, it was seen to be helpful to-use more than one
data collection strategy. In addition to the\interview
strategy discussedlbelow, the participant was asked to write
a description of one of the phenomena discussed in the
interviews. The written information was used to corroborate
the verbal data, to deepen the analysis of the chosen
phenomenon, and to enrich the understanding of the
participant’s views about the visual arts. 1In research that
is exploring new aspects of a discipline, it is important to
try to analyze as much of what a respondent communicates as
possible.

McMillan and Schumacher (1989) referred to three forms
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